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Second round of legislative elections postponed until June 15
On May 22, Haiti's Provisional Electoral Council (CEP) announced the postponement of the second
round of elections for legislative and municipal posts until June 15. The runoff was originally
scheduled for May 25. The first round of voting which contested nine seats in the 27-member Senate
and two in the 87-member Chamber of Deputies was held April 6. The vote was marred by record
abstention rates and pre-election violence (see NotiCen, 04/17/97).
Throughout April and early May, leaders of the governing Organisation Politique Lavalas (OPL), a
coalition of three parties, accused the CEP of irregularities and fraud in the ballot count, particularly
after the CEP awarded two of the nine Senate seats and one of the Chamber posts to the opposition
Fanmi Lavalas party, which is headed by ex- president Jean Bertrand Aristide. Aristide loyalists
dominate the CEP, and the OPL claims that CEP leaders used their positions to favor Aristide's
party, which is locked in a bitter struggle with the OPL to gain control of the Senate.
In particular, the OPL says the CEP illegally decided not to count blank ballots cast by voters when
tallying the total number of votes in the elections. That, in turn, allowed Fanmi Lavalas candidates
to turn less-than-50% majorities in some areas into absolute majorities, winning the seats in the first
round. Ex-president Aristide formed Fanmi Lavalas in late 1996 as a breakaway faction of the OPL,
since the OPL had become divided over President Rene Preval's structural-adjustment program,
particularly the administration's effort to privatize nine of the country's 33 state enterprises.
If Aristide loyalists gain control of the Senate, it would give them veto power over the privatization
program, since the privatization law, which was passed by a slim margin in October 1996, grants the
legislature final approval of any offer made by a private firm to run a public-sector enterprise. Given
the growing controversy surrounding the first-round vote, by mid-May the CEP had come under
intense pressure from foreign election observers and the diplomatic community to postpone the
second round to address some of the criticisms and improve preparations before the runoff. "What
is important about this process is the credibility," said US Ambassador William Swing. "It isn't the
date that counts."
According to CEP directors, the postponement will allow them to set up better security in voting
areas, improve the training of employees at certain voting stations, and give political parties more
time to prepare their polling-place representatives. Nevertheless, because the CEP refuses to
reverse its decision to award the two first-round Senate seats to Fanmi Lavalas, the OPL says it will
not participate in the runoff. As a result, only two parties will be on the ballot on June 15 Aristide's
party and the opposition Parti Louvri Barye.
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Riots grip Port-au-Prince and other urban centers
In mid-May, riots exploded in the capital city of Port- au-Prince and other smaller cities after the
police used excessive force to break up street demonstrations by high school students. The students
had taken over a number of schools in the capital and other areas to protest the government's
refusal to negotiate an end to a national teachers' strike. The teachers' walkout began on May 5,
after talks with the government for raises and payment of accumulated back wages broke down. In
February, the government had signed an agreement with the teachers' unions to reimburse them for
some 14 months in unpaid back wages and to grant them an 82% increase in salaries.
Because of an ongoing impasse between the executive and legislative branches, however, this year's
state budget was not approved until early May, stripping the government of resources to fulfill
its promise to the teachers. And, even after the budget was approved, the government said that
no money was allotted for back wages or salary increases, which prompted the teachers to shut
down the school system. On May 15, students took over a number of schools to demand that the
government negotiate an end to the strike. In one incident in Port-au-Prince, police fired on a crowd
of high school students to disperse them, injuring five demonstrators. The incident widely seen as
an excessive use of force ignited spontaneous demonstrations around the capital and other urban
areas. By May 16, the protests had led to widespread rioting throughout Port-au-Prince and smaller
cities. During the riots, scores of cars were smashed and burned, stores were ransacked and set
ablaze, and dozens of people were injured in clashes with police. S
poradic rioting and street demonstrations continued for days because grassroots organizations
opposed to the government's economic policies took advantage of the situation to call for a national
strike to force Prime Minister Rosny Smarth to resign. Smarth, the architect of the government's
structural-adjustment program, has been the target of a campaign by opposition organizations to
bring down his government since the beginning of this year (see NotiCen, 01/30/97). The protests
finally subsided on May 23, after the government and legislative leaders agreed to free up funds to
pay part of the back wages owed to teachers and to grant them a 50% raise.
Nevertheless, grassroots groups vowed to continue demonstrating in the coming weeks to force
Smarth and his cabinet to step down. "This is not a peaceful movement," warned Vanes Cherestal,
head of CONAPOP, an opposition group that has been at the forefront of the protests. "We want the
government out at any cost and we won't exclude any method to achieve that goal."

Argentine & Chilean aid to reinforce privatization program
President Preval and Prime Minister Smarth led two separate delegations to Argentina and
Chile in late April and early May to seek more aid from those governments to modernize Haiti's
economy. During their visits, both officials reaffirmed their commitment to push forward with the
privatization of state firms, despite strong domestic opposition. While in Argentina April 28-29,
President Preval met with President Carlos Menem and top economic officials from Menem's
cabinet.
The Argentine government agreed to pardon 85% of Haiti's bilateral debt to Argentina, or US$15.5
million of the US$18.3 million owed by Haiti. According to Argentine officials, the debt pardon is
directly tied to the Haitian government's commitment to carry out structural economic reforms
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in Haiti, especially efforts to open the economy more to private investment. "Haiti's president
expressed gratitude for the debt pardon and other Argentine assistance, and he committed his
government to push forward with the sale of state enterprises, such as the cement industry, the
telephone company, and the ports, which are commitments that the Haitian government must abide
by as part of its agreement with the International Monetary Fund," said Juan Carlos Vazquez, the
Argentine Foreign Ministry's deputy director for Central American and Caribbean affairs.
Argentina is a member the seven-nation Haiti Support Group set up by the UN. As a member of
the group which also includes Chile, Canada, Spain, France, Venezuela, and the US Argentina
donated US$1 million to ex-president Aristide's government in 1994 to help Haiti pay off back
debts to the Paris Club of creditor governments to free up more international aid. While in Chile
May 11-17, Prime Minister Smarth also reaffirmed his cabinet's commitment to privatization. "We
must stabilize macroeconomic indicators, promote investment in essential infrastructure such as
roads, ports, electricity and telecommunications, and we must establish the conditions necessary for
private investors to feel safe to risk their capital in Haiti," said Smarth, after meeting with Chilean
President Eduardo Frei. "Every day awareness grows in our country that privatization is the only
path to modernization."
Among other assistance programs, Chile is helping Haiti set up a new Center for the Promotion of
Foreign Investment. The center will work toward the establishment of a new free zone for industrial
exports in Haiti. Meanwhile, coinciding with Smarth's visit to Chile, the Haitian government
announced that, before mid-June, 800 of the 2,800 employees of the state telephone company
Teleco will be laid off to improve efficiency and pave the way for the firm's privatization. The legal
framework to proceed with layoffs was included in the state budget, which was approved by the
legislature in early May.
"No one is going to invest in Haiti unless there are phone lines to connect with the Internet and
unless there is constant electricity," said President Preval, after announcing the Teleco layoffs. "The
Haitian state doesn't have the capital to provide this, so we need foreign companies to provide the
funds and technology." [Sources: Inter Press Service, 05/02/97; Christian Science Monitor, 05/16/97,
Reuter, 05/13/97, 05/15/97, 05/16/97, 05/21/97, 05/22/97; Agence France-Presse, 05/15/97, 05/22/97;
New York Times, 05/16/97, 05/23/97; Agence Haitienne de Presse (AHP), 05/12- 15/97, 05/17/97,
05/19-24/97; Notimex, 04/04/97, 05/12/97, 05/13/97, 05/28/97]
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